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2017 Drought Response
The Situation 
During the late spring and early summer of 2017 
drought conditions began to surface in areas of 
North Dakota.  The NDSU Extension service 
initiated efforts at that time to bolster resources 
available for producers and gather information to 
determine which additional resources were required 
to meet stakeholder needs.  Drought conditions 
persisted and worsened throughout the growing 
season, having major impacts on agriculture 
producers.  In some areas, the drought reached the 
D4 category (i.e. Exceptional Drought) as defined 
by the US Drought Monitor; the worst drought 
conditions the state has experienced since 2006. 
 
Extension Response 

Extension agents and specialists played a critical 
role in tracking drought conditions and aiding 
producers. NDSU Extension led weekly drought 
meetings starting the first week in June and 
wrapping up in October. Producers’ eligibility for 
many disaster payments is dictated by the U.S. 
Drought Monitor and Extension developed a 
platform to streamline weekly reporting. Information 
regarding range and pasture moisture, range 
utilization, and available surface water were also 
collected and mapped on a weekly basis to track 
changing conditions over time.   

 
During drought quality of water and forage 

available to livestock can deteriorate to the point of 
toxicity and potential death. An effort in coordination 
with NDSU Extension, ND Department of Health 
and the NDSU Veterinary Diagnostic Lab provided 
water sampling materials a water testing guideline 
document and to each county in the state to test for 
toxic concentrations of salts and bacteria. Several 
efforts were also made to evaluate suitability of 
forages for livestock feed including a nitrate quick 
test made available in county offices and a drought-
stressed forages program to collect, sample, and 
make feeding recommendations for forages 
harvested in drought stressed areas of the state. 

 
Extension agents and specialists fielded 

numerous questions from those impacted by the 
drought. They used various methods to answer 
questions from one-on-one conversations, to 
preparing articles and videos, to hosting meetings.  

Extension organized and/or participated in 
drought meetings held across the state.  The range 
of activities in these meetings varied from 
presenting management-related materials to 
gathering critical information from producers about 
specific areas of education or resources needed to 
manage through the drought. 

Extension responded with continuing education 
efforts for all staff in areas of producer need and an 
aggressive schedule of educational opportunities to 
aid producers with drought planning and recovery 
for the 2018 growing season. 

 
Impacts 
During the 2017 growing season 50 county 

agents completed weekly reports of drought 
conditions in 52 counties. 

 
Extension played a critical role in testing forage 

and water for producers. 
 477 nitrate quick tests on forage samples. 
 Collected 337 forage samples for lab testing. 
 126 field water tests for total dissolved solids. 
 Collected 94 water samples for lab testing. 

Of the samples sent to the lab for analysis: 
 162 forage samples had potentially toxic 

nitrate levels. 
 82 water samples had potentially toxic levels 

of total dissolved solids. 
Follow-up consultations and recommendations 
prevented over 16,000 cattle from being exposed 
to toxic forages and over 8,000 cattle being 
exposed to toxic water. 

 
Extension was a vital resource for producers 

impacted by the drought, providing information 
through multiple outlets. Extension staff organized 
or participated in 210 different meeting and 
delivered 122 presentations on drought response 
and management options, conducted 130 media 
interviews, prepared 27 news releases, 110 news 
columns, over 50 documents providing drought-
management tips, and web-based materials that 
were viewed by 41,000 people. County staff field 
nearly 3,000 calls, had over 1,000 office visits and 
conducted over 500 farm visits pertaining to the 
2017 drought. 
 



 
 

County commissions, North Dakota State University and U.S. Department of Agriculture cooperating. NDSU does not discriminate in its programs and activities on the basis of age, color, 
gender expression/identity, genetic information, marital status, national origin, participation in lawful off-campus activity, physical or mental disability, pregnancy, public assistance status, 
race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, spousal relationship to current employee, or veteran status, as applicable.  Direct inquiries to Vice Provost for Title IX/ADA Coordinator, Old Main 201, 
NDSU Main Campus, 701-231-7708, ndsu.eoaa@ndsu.edu. 

Feedback 
“North Dakota cattle producers appreciate 
Extension’s efforts over the recent drought. Its work 
in compiling and disseminating disaster resources in 
an easy-to-use publication was particularly helpful to 
producers in a difficult time." – Julie Ellingson, EVP, 
North Dakota Stockmen’s Association 

Public Value Statement 
The type of hardship faced during extreme drought 
conditions threatens the short-term profitability and 
long-term sustainability of many individual 
agriculture producers and ag industries.  Efforts by 
Extension provided producers with options to 
mitigate impacts of drought on their operations.  
Successful management through drought conditions 
retains the producers and their operations that are 
the foundation of rural communities, their respective 
economies, and the state of North Dakota. 
 

 

 

Primary Contact 
Miranda Meehan, Livestock Environmental 
Stewardship Specialist Carl Dahlen, Beef Cattle 
Extension Specialist  
NDSU Dept. 7630, P.O. Box 6050 
Fargo, ND 58108-6050 
 (701)231-7683, (701)231-5588 
Miranda.Meehan@ndsu.edu  
Carl.Dahlen@ndsu.edu 
 
Collaborators  
The 50 County Agriculture Natural Resource Agents 
Adnan Akyuk, Kevin Sedivec, Tim Petry, Frayne 
Olson, Jerry Stokka, Janna Kincheloe, John 
Dhuyvetter, Karl Hoppe, Kris Ringwall, Lisa 
Pederson, Ryan Buetow, Becky Koch, Sonja Fuchs, 
Ellen Crawford 
 
Non-Extension Collaborators 
North Dakota Stockmen’s Association 
North Dakota Department of Agriculture 
North Dakota Department of Health 
North Dakota Natural Resource Conservation 
Service 
North Dakota Farm Service Agency 
ND Sate Veterinarians Office 
USDA Northern Plains Climate Hub 
 
Resource Links  
NDSU Extension Drought Website: 
https://www.ag.ndsu.edu/drought 
 
Livestock Drought Resources Document: 
https://www.ag.ndsu.edu/drought/livestock-drought-
resources 
 
Livestock Water Testing Guidelines: 
https://www.ag.ndsu.edu/drought/livestock-
poisoning/livestock-water-testing-
guidelines/at_download/file  
 
PowerPoints, "Drought and Livestock Forage 
Program" and "IRS Tax Issues for Livestock Sales 
in Drought Year": 
www.ag.ndsu.edu/livestockeconomics/presentations  
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